Stewardship sermon on Ruth 3:1-5, 4:13-17:

Before we read from the Book of Ruth, a little background may be helpful: a long time ago, a woman of Bethlehem, Naomi, and her husband left their home during a famine to live in the land of Moab. Their sons married Moabite – pagan – women, but tragedy struck the family when the father and both sons died, leaving their three widows bereft without husbands to look after them. Naomi decided to return to Bethlehem. At first, the daughters-in-law went with her, but on the road, Naomi urged them to go back home to Moab and find new husbands there. Orpah wept, but turned back. Ruth, however, is remembered for her exquisitely beautiful response to Naomi: "Do not press me to leave you or to turn back from following you! Where you go, I will go, where you lodge, I will lodge, your people shall be my people, and your God my God…."

Naomi lets Ruth return with her, but she is bitter, bitter, bitter, and full of despair. She even tells the women back home to call her "Mara," which means bitter. But Ruth loves Naomi anyway, and looks after her needs. Now Naomi has an in-law, Boaz, a cousin of her dead husband, and a rich landowner. Ruth goes out with the women into the fields that Boaz owns, for gleaning: the women follow the harvesters to gather the bits of grain they leave behind. Boaz notices Ruth working hard, and makes special arrangements for these women, his distant relatives, to have extra grain. Things are starting to look up for Naomi and Ruth. (Reading: Ruth 3:1-5, 4:13-17)  

It's amazing what love can do. I remember a church member who was going through a difficult time in her life, and yet she knew, despite all the challenges she was facing, that she wasn't alone. Her church family was walking with her every step of the way, helping her out in every way they could. She said, "Pastor Kate, this is the place where I'm loved." It humbled me because this woman did so much for all of us through her quiet, faithful ministry in that church, and yet her heart was full of gratitude for what God was doing for her there, through that community of faith.  

Now I don't believe for one minute that my church is the only church where that sort of thing happens. Every congregation is a place where God's children share the wonderful gifts that God has given us – the gifts of life, and love, compassion and strength, the gifts of encouragement and inspiration, the gifts of joy and tender care. Still, I think we can get so caught up in other things – the busyness of life, the business of life, even the busyness and business of church itself, and miss what's right before our eyes: the blessing of a loving, courageous, supportive community of faith – a gift from God, to each one of us, and to the world that God loves, the world God calls us to serve. But then maybe it's just human nature to miss the blessings that are right before our eyes.

For example, every time I read the story of Ruth and Naomi, I wonder why old Naomi can't seem to recognize that God has blessed her in a most amazing and unexpected way. Okay, maybe we can't blame her entirely: she's had one misfortune after another – hunger, poverty, dislocation, living as an alien in the land of Israel's mortal enemy, the Moabites. Things get even worse when her husband and both sons die. She is now – officially – a nobody. So she packs up and heads home, landing there with only her daughter-in-law, Ruth the Moabite, the one who adamantly refused to leave her, back on that dusty road to Bethlehem. How ironic is that: a pagan foreign widow, about as low as it gets in those days, provides Naomi with a glimpse of undeterred, faithful, stubborn love – the dogged, determined love that someone once described as "the kind of fierce, fiery love by which God pursues us." The Bible, you know, is just full of that sort of love from God.  
So, these two widows are living on the edge of survival. They're not aspiring to luxury or riches; they're struggling just to get through one more day. Ruth goes out every day and works hard in the fields to provide for Naomi, and under the warmth of that kind of consistent, persistent love, Naomi's heart slowly begins to open up. She actually starts to think about someone else's welfare – she thinks about Ruth, about Ruth's future. Now I don't think you can begin to think about the future unless you have hope that there's going to be one. When you're trapped in despair, you can only think about yourself and "the right now" in front of you, the now that you're sinking in. But it's amazing what love can do even – especially – in the face of hopelessness and despair.  

Naomi says what mothers have said to their daughters through the centuries: "We need to find you a man." When I was a young woman in grad school more interested in books than in cooking, my mother once said to me, "No man will ever want you." Bless her heart, she was concerned about my future, but we see that things hadn't changed that much in several thousand years. In Naomi and Ruth's day, society actually provided for widows by requiring a man to marry the widow of his dead relative, and Boaz is that next-of-kin candidate.  

So, in the midst of this patriarchal system and this situation she finds herself and Ruth in, Naomi is perking up and taking the initiative. When we hear that Ruth and Boaz marry and have a child, that alone would be a happy ending, but there's still more, a twist that's too wonderful for us to have imagined: the baby, the son of a pagan foreigner, will be the grandfather of David, the greatest king in all of Israel, and, we Christians say, the ancestor of Jesus himself! Little Obed, the grandson of Naomi the-no-longer-bitter, represents hope, then, for the future, not just for this old woman and her daughter-in-law, but for all Israel itself, and for us, today.

What a great story this is for Consecration Sunday, on the morning you offer your pledge of giving for the coming year of ministry here at First Congregational Church! If it's true that love can do amazing things, then generosity is the way we make that love real: generosity with our time, our talents, our money, our hearts, our selves. Generosity inspired Ruth to follow Naomi, to give her loyalty and love even when Naomi was cranky and mean. Generosity inspired Boaz to make sure the two widows had more than enough grain to live on. Generosity inspired the other women to rejoice at Naomi's blessing of a daughter-in-law who was more to her than seven sons. The depth of concern and care that Ruth and Naomi and Boaz (and the village around them) had for one another is the kind of concern and care that builds churches, communities, and a better world.

But let's begin this morning with the church, because this is where we nurture the vision of a better world, where we work together to bring it to reality, to live out the gospel ideal of the beloved community. Our giving to the church is not simply paying bills, although that's a good and responsible thing to do. But "paying the bills" just doesn't express what our giving is all about. Like the story of the man who stopped to ask two workers what they were doing: one man said, "I'm laying bricks." The other said, "I'm building a cathedral." Shaping a vision, and working hard, working generously, to bring it to reality, through the power of God's Spirit in us: that is good stewardship.

Sisters and brothers in Christ, the church is where we renew our spirits, and receive love, and hear God's call. If we are too comfortable, we get challenged here. If we are too challenged by life and its hardships, we get comfort here. For example, in every congregation, there are folks who are struggling with their finances. I personally may not have to worry about where my next meal will come from, but I do worry that I will lose touch with those who worry about their next meal. I don't want to lose touch with the reality of the widows and orphans of our day – men, women, and children, who are required to live on our leftovers, to glean, and live on, the extra grain that we leave in the field. But my church, and the United Church of Christ, won't let me forget about them. The United Church of Christ just completed Mission 1, eleven remarkable, powerful days of energetic generosity, during which our members contributed to hunger ministries and food banks, worked in soup kitchens, and spoke out passionately on behalf of the widows still gleaning from the fields of our abundance. Here in church, the local church and the wider church as well, is where we learn and practice generosity so we will be better at it, out there, in the world God loves so well.

But physical hunger isn't the only kind of hunger you're responding to, here at First Congregational Church. In your extraordinary ministry with veterans, Warrior's Journey Home – a model for other communities of faith – your emerging and creative ministry with elders, with children and young adults, with families, with people in need: whether you are raking leaves for your neighbors, gathering toys for children this Christmas,  or yarning for peace; when you're gathering for study and reflection, or joining together in fellowship and support, raising resources for an array of ministries and causes, helping one another through life's heartaches and sharing one another's joy, when you come together here on Sunday morning as a community in worship, or in small groups in prayer, led by gifted pastors and lay leaders – it is true that all of these marvelous ministries are possible because of the generosity of people who give to support this church – and all of these ministries are the amazing things that love can do.

But that's not all. Here, in church, we also think about the future. Yes, we have a great history, and we love to tell the story of all the wonderful things our forebears did long ago. First Congregational United Church of Christ, this magnificent building is the physical reminder of those who came before you and thought about you and provided a spiritual home for you, a church full of people with all kinds of stories and all kinds of gifts, sharing the same hope of being a blessing to the world. Yes, you are heirs to a great legacy. But, like Ruth, you are ancestors, too, ancestors to those who will come after you, one hundred years from now, and next Sunday morning as well, seeking the same blessing of a loving community, and the same opportunity to be, together, a blessing to the world. You have been blessed by the generosity of those who came before you, and today you reach out today to those in need around you, of course, but you also reach forward, to those who will come after you, to your own spiritual heirs. You are holding in your hearts and minds people you may never meet but who will be blessed by your generosity. We can see all our futures as inextricably entwined, like those of Naomi and Ruth, and of all Israel itself.

Our God is an awesome God of abundance and generosity, not a God of scarcity and fear. Scarcity happens when we don't trust in God's abundance and generosity, when we think that we – not our community, and certainly not God – are the source of our own security. Scarcity happens when we lose hope and turn inward toward ourselves and forget about the future, when we turn back, and give up, instead of facing the future with steadfast faith in God's generosity. Scarcity happens when we fail to notice and appreciate the abundance right before our eyes, here in the love and care of this church, like Ruth standing before Naomi, offering persistent, generous, undeterred love. I love the story of Ruth because the miracles in this story are "ordinary" ones – the miracles that happen when everyday, ordinary people like you and me decide to open our hearts and our lives to others, when we firmly resolve to let nothing and nobody deter us from the dream of a better world. Stubborn, faithful, undeterred love – it's a miracle, and you can see it every single day, here at First Congregational Church.

This morning, the four newest members of First Congregational Church are going to be baptized into the wider Christian church. And there will be more children of God who will come here and join your community because of the warm fellowship and bright hope that thrives here. You haven't met them yet, but this morning, when you offer your pledge to support this church's ministry, faithfully and generously,  you are thinking of those future members, dreaming of them, and building this church into a community of hospitality and justice, healing and hope, a church family that will welcome them in and invite them to join in the labor of love that is Christian ministry and gospel living. In your promise to share the abundant gifts God has given you, in your pledge to give faithfully and generously, you are making sure that this church will thrive and be a blessing to the world that God loves, you will continue to dream of a better world for all of God's children, and in every new day, you will find your own heart opened, and your life transformed. God bless you. Amen.
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